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often they engaged in this rite, and he told me never
more than once a month, and sometimes less frequently.
I asked him if he considered that the ritual wounds
healed with supernatural rapidity, and he said certainly
not, that they were like any other wounds, but that at
the moment they were inflicted the Rufai felt no pain
because they were already in "the state/' If they felt
nothing, I asked him, what was the use of doing it?
"But we do feel something," he replied; "it is a kind
of bliss in which the body and soul are both exalted."
My Arabic was not equal to these shades of meaning,
but he repeated his words over and over, and when I was
doubtful the Melewi translated carefully in French.
"You must understand," he concluded, "that it is not
an object—not a thing in itself—it is only a means—a
way of unlocking a door/' And with that I had to be
content.
On the road back to Damascus, we stopped again at
Hama for luncheon and sat in the main hotel dining-
room, where the food and table service were European.
The change of atmosphere was complete. French officers
in uniform (some with their wives), tourists in sports
costumes, commercial travelers, a few Syrians mostly in
European clothes, occupied near-by tables.
It was an incongruous place for a lesson in the higher
branches of Sufi mysticism, but it was there the Melewi
taught me one which I shall never forget. We had been
arguing about the Rufai. I had been stubbornly insist-
ing there was a definite "wrongness" in any system
which involved self-torture and mutilation. I had said
that I found it repugnant in ascetic Christianity and even
more repugnant in this strange Islamic sect which we had

